Pamela Turton-Turner

The 'Maternal' Feminist: Exploring The Primal in Women's Art
How does a trope of maternal caring function in women's art influenced by feminism? While images of the abundant female breast are often deployed in the history of art to promote and privilege maternal connotations over the erotic; in women's art, the breast, or its referent, rejects notions of idealised womanhood. Although conventions in visual culture endorse enduring traditions of mythic, maternal womanhood as a transcendental state, feminists have argued that much women's art confronts codes that govern principles of an implied sexual hierarchy.
i Indeed, feminist art often asserts aggressive and sadistic portrayals of the feminine:
it mounts a challenge to social presuppositions that ascribe the maternal as impossibly sacrosanct.
ii Accordingly, I will employ Julia Kristeva's psychoanalytic theories to explore how feminist art deconstructs logic that construes womanhood as being either disparately maternal or primal. I argue that feminist art demonstrates that these are not mutually exclusive dispositions, as connoted in the history of visual culture by prolific, influential Marian iconography. I invoke the work of several artists, including the photographic art of Cindy Sherman; the sculptural assemblages of Dorothy Cross; and, the sculptural installations of Rona Pondick. As their art deploys the female body, its facsimile or referent in ironic and ominous ways to dismantle sexual convention usually represented in art. They show how humour in feminist art confronts and destabilises discursive tradition through a pun or an ironic response to historical referents. Indeed, Jo Anna Isaak has told us that the humour of feminist art is often meant to disturb, to create inner conflict and arouse viewer interest in alternative messages.
iii The term 'feminist art' is used to describe women's art focused on issues of female identity; art that dismantles primary double encoding of gender. Historian Lynda Nead defines feminist art as 'necessarily deconstructive in that it works to question the basis of existing aesthetic norms and values whilst also extending the possibilities of those codes and offering alternative and progressive representations of female identity. Art -this semiotization of the symbolic -thus represents the flow of jouissance into language. Whereas sacrifice assigns jouissance its productive limit in the social and symbolic order, art specifies the means -the only means -that jouissance harbors for infiltrating that order.
vi
The semiotic and symbolic are not defined by Kristeva as independent, mutually exclusive states, nor do they slot neatly into an equivalence of a conscious/unconscious dichotomy.
They are referred to as interdependent modalities which constitute the speaking subject. In the original painting, the Madonna's potentially erotic right breast is concealed; located peculiarly well-distanced from the exposed left one. However, the hidden breast is sensually shaped and rounded by Fouquet, and its luminosity with subtle shades, hint at the Virgin's cleavage. In this way, it is difficult to imagine that her fully exposed breast, bounding forth from an unlaced bodice, is uneroticized by Fouquet. 
FLASH-instant of time or of dream without time; inordinately swollen atoms of a bond, a vision, a shiver, a yet formless, unnamable embryo/Christianity is doubtless the most refined symbolic construct in which femininity, to the extent that it transpires through it -and it does so incessantly -is focused on Maternality' (1987, p.234).
Kristeva argues that Christian interpretations of the real-life Mary, mother of Christ, cleared a way through fantastic apocryphal writings to idealise her as a perfect woman/mother on a divine pedestal. Her maternity 'involves less an idealized archaic mother than the idealization of the relationship that binds us to her, one that cannot be localized -an idealization of primary narcisism. ' (1987, p.234) . The Virgin hypothesis represents a powerful concept of denial, devised to repress female desire, which, for many, does include motherhood. Through its association with transcendence, the Virgin allegory signals the impossibility of a woman's role when presupposed as divine and sacrosanct. Kristeva asserts that the Virgin construct is a formidable anchoring device lodged in the realm of the symbolic, configured to transmit masochistic saintliness, therefore causing it to be both deceptive and potent. Embedded in this 'saintliness' is power. Man-made, paternal rules made implicit in the mythological status of the Madonna, creating an impossible status for real women to attain. In Amazon, 1992, Dorothy Cross provides a reshaping of the archetypal maternal figure (Fig. 4) . The artist's canny deployment of domestic tools and props complicate the trope. The 'womanly' object of a dressmaker's dummy is fashioned into a sculptural assemblage, and reminds us that ascribed femininity links not just to materiality, but also to the 'feminine' arts of domesticity. The title invokes the Amazons, strong mythological warrior-women who severed their right breasts to improve their archery skills. Despite its violent connotations, like Virgin Shroud, there is a chic symmetry to the work. The slim-waisted torso of a headless dummy exudes style and sophistication, emphasised by a decorative three-legged mahogany stand. Subtle tones align with the modish two-tone cowhide to form a sheath-like 'dress', a radiant garment encasing a trim body. Fashionable undulations of the repressed erupt in
Amazon, but in this case to form just one hideous, oversized breast, cast by the artist from the cow's actual udder. For Malbert, the fantastic chest erupts 'into a brazenly swelling single breast, thrust forward in a parody of masculine, military-style assertion and culminating in a gnarled, leathery teat, resembling the head of a penis.' xxiii The elegance of decapitated form, aligned with matronly significance, is complicated by Cross through violent phallic connections (the severed breast, the slaughtered cow). For Malbert, this enhances 'the disorientating effect of freakish abomination'. A cow and its udder evokes the quintessence of the cultural carer, but Cross converts her effigy into an ominous overturned fertility symbol.
Malbert goes on to assert that: 'the isolation of the udder -or breast -in Cross'
assemblages signifies the separation of the body from the head, the suspension of rational thought that is supposed to accompany motherhood.' xxiv . Cross rearranges bestial glands with morbid opulence. The texture of a cow's udder is soft and cushy at first, but it dries hard like forbidding armour. Therefore great tension registers in the work between the quintessence of caring and mindless gentleness, cohabiting with the violence of butchery. Double Bed is also from Pondick's Baby Bottles series (Fig. 6) xxxii But Pondick's art goes even further to imply an aggressive femininity, not by way of an absent mother, or a knife-wielding 'carer', but by incorporating the lingering phantom of an horrendous infantile body. In Double Bed she creates an opportunity to consider the emergence of more virile female subjectivity. Her work not only refers to a disembodied, contorted spectre of the mother, but also implies a greedy savage; an oral and devouring, infantile type as the semiotic breaks out from the primal depths of desire.
Pondick's work, like that of the other women's art discussed in this paper, brings to light discourses indicative of a cultural neuroses obsessed with denial of matter and repression of the primal. At the same time, convention in the history of art maintains that submissive female fecundity is the ultimate state of being for a woman. I have attempted to
show, however, that feminist art reconciles sacred and sadistic states for a more aggressive mother to emerge. The distinguishing hallmark of the art analysed is its irreverence for convention marked by elaborate artificiality, fakes, and laughter of and with, but not at, the bodies of women. But the potency of the work is not in its censure or destruction of historical referents, rather than the arbitrary free-play of the signifiers. In dismantling images connoting a paternalistic logic of maternal caring, feminist art depends on the notion of a discursive subject profoundly engrossed in, and inscribed by, the symbolic. The feminist art discussed is confronting, it shunts us into both familiar and unfamiliar terrain. At the same time, however, we have been induced by the artists to at least contemplate the unknown, to seek out the hidden operatives of the reviled 'other' lodged deep within the adoration of the mother figure in western art. 
